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"Hevest up the Dore":
Overcoming Obstacles to Meaning 1n Chaucer's
Miller's Tale
by
David Fuller
Northern State College

The tantalizing obliquity E. M. W. Tillyard observes in the Miller 's Tale
cannot be avoided if we look beyond the popular humor and artistq of the
structured plot. 1 It is difficult to accept the Miller's joke as merely Chaucer's
joke, especially when Chaucer includes frequent and indeed ambiguous
references to "Goddes pryvetee" and repeated remarks that seriousness and
harm have been turned into a joke.
These contrary elements are puzzling when we attempt to fit the odd
pieces into this seemingly easy puzzle. But the tale is more than a sophisticated joke; it is a realistic narrative involving ambiguous characterizations
and suggestions in a contrived sequence of events. The realism of the
"intricate and intriguingly wrought" tale, as Morton Bloomfield sees it, causes
readers to suspend quickly their disbelief.2 But Bloomfield, while calling the
tale realistic, also considers it incredible. "The story is · incredible in the
extreme but incredible not as the Clerk's Tale is incredible to a realistic mind,
but incredible through its credibility. It is so real that it transcends the reality
of life." 3 This paradox compels one-to speculate about the meanings of the
odd pieces of the puzzle and to recognize consequently the tale's tragic and
moral implications.
A number of scholars readily point to the essential tragedy in the
Miller's joke. David Williams, for example, sees the "image of sickness"
raising a morality issue; 4 Joseph Bentley sees the tale as a tragedy in
a Boethian sense; ~ Alvin W. Bowker interprets it as a comic illusion that
disguises the tragic and cruel world of the real life of the tale. 6 Others,
particularly Paul A. Olson, observe that the characters' adultery, stupidity,
and lust and the subsequent poetic justice raise serious questions about
morality. 7
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The wide variety of interpretations and the levels of meaning make the
tale both oblique and clear. Contrary to the commonly expressed viewpoint
that reading the Miller's Tale other than as a "masterpiece of bawdy, comic
art" lessens Chaucer's accomplishment,8 I believe that Chaucer yokes contradictory elements and obscures an underlying morality. If that yoking of
the oblique and clear elements is fntentional, then I suggest that Chaucer
does so to make interpretation for his audience even more difficult in order
to catch off guard his sophisticated readers-the "clerical and courtly
elite" 9 -who were familiar with medieval exegesis. Patrick Gallacher argues
that Chaucer presents readers with a p attern of perceptual mistakes a nd a
"program of perceptual calisthenics," and maintains that "we usually think
we know what's there, but we often don't." 10 I believe Chaucer constructs
literary obstacles that cause those perceptual "mistakes" and obfuscate the
allegorical symbolism. On one hand, the many obstacles obstruct the
movements and lives of the characters; on the other hand, the highly structured, appealing comic tale obstructs and misdirects the readers' recognition that the tale is an allegory and not simply a joke. Thus I suggest that
the Miller's Tale presents to the readers a highly sophisticated exercise in
interpretation, an exercise that implicitl y invites readers to seek those truths
of the allegory beneath the cover of the fabliau. Further, I maintain that
Chaucer obstructs our recognition that the tale demonstrates the healing
of the malady of ignorance and the discovery of Boethian reasoning.
Chaucer creates such obstacles to parallel the stumbling blocks people
face during their efforts to acquire a higher level of reasoning and understanding, a stage akin to what Boethius describes as the faculty of reason.
With this faculty people achieve a freedom from transitory and material
things. But, according to Boethius, achieving that freedom requires that the
human mind overcome "the body's blindness" and detect the "delicate connections between things. " 1 1 In the Miller 's Tale, Chaucer constructs obstacles
for the characters to dramatize the consequences of that blindness. Even more
remarkable is Chaucer's clever strategy to obstruct the readers lest they overcome a blindness of sorts and detect the "delicate connections" in the tale.
In showing the susceptible characters confronting a variety of obstacles that
stand in their way of acquiring a higher level of understanding, Chaucer
sets up for the susceptible readers events that limit and indeed test their
abilities to see beyond the cover of fabliau .
From the beginning the tale is full of obstacles. According to the Host,
the Miller impedes the game of the tales. "Some bettre man shal telle us first
another" (3130), 12 the Host suggests when the drunken Miller, barely stay•
ing on his horse, insists that he will "quite" the tale of the Knight. But the
Miller is an obstacle not only to the Host, but also to the Reeve, who
demands that the Miller "Lat be [his] lewed dronken harlotrye" (3145). Indeed,
the Miller admits to hindering himself by his drunkenness. He is quick to
attribute the possibility of misspeaking to the "ale ofSouthwerk" (3140), but
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obviously the pilgrims and the readers know that if he misspeaks it results
more from his base character than from the ale, as the Host frankly exclaims,
"Thou art a fool; thy wit is overcome" (3135).
From the sensual description of Alison to the kiss of Absalon and burning of Nicholas, Chaucer depicts the world of the tale with an abundance
of physical barriers and obstacles, such as closed doors, walls, roofs, floors,
and closed windows. Because of these obstacles, we sense a prevailing
design of confinement that limits the characters' freedom of movement.
Nicholas is first described living within a chamber "allone, withouten any
compaignye" (3204); Alison is "heeld . .. narwe in cage" (3224); and John has
"fallen in the snare" (3231). Chaucer further suggests the theme of confinement by the carpenter, who builds barriers-both physical barriers of houses
and walls and figurative barriers, such as the jealousy John supposedly constructs around his young wife.
In the drama of the tale, the characters freely choose their propinquity
to chambers, doors, windows, and walls, though Chaucer's dramatic
manipulations are clearly at work. For instance, Chaucer confines Nicholas
and Alison to the boundaries of the rooms by the "builder's" unwanted
presence in the carpenter's house. Absalon is barred outside of those
rooms by the walls of the carpenter's house and by Nicholas's unwanted
presence. Just after daybreak, Absalon first goes and "dressed hym up
by a shot-wyndowe / That was upon the carpenteris wall" (3358-59). He
intends to woo Alison, but the carpenter awakes and asks if that is not
Absalon who is singing and chanting under their "bourer wal." And later
Absalon again faces the wall and the window when he delivers the kiss to
Alison and the "hoot kultour" to Nicholas. While Alison, Nicholas, and
Absalon are free to make these choices, their lives are most apparently
influenced by these dominant physical obstructions. Those physical barriers
are consistently present, as if the walls and windows were another character
in the tale.
These physical obstacles and limitations depict the characters' lack of true
freedom. Augustine explains that true freedom of the will is achieved "only
when it is not a slave to sin and vice."' 3 Nicholas, Absalon, and Alison limit
their freedom by participating freely in sin. In effect, those characters lack
a true freedom of the will because of their choice of infidelity, deception,
and sensuality. Boethius further describes this form of freedom: "Human
souls, however, are more free while they are engaged in contemplation of
the divine mind, and less free when they are joined to bodies, and still less
free when they are bound by earthly fetters. They are in utter slavery when
they lose possession of their reason and give themselves wholly to vice." 14
Clearly, the characters are bound with earthly fetters, or, in other words,
their cupidinous interests. Such slavery, which Boethius also describes, strikes
us most when we observe the absence of Boethian reason and the ubiquity
of vice in the tale. The "human fallibility," which Trevor Whittock says causes
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the "sufferings" in the tale, is a fallibility brought on by the characters' loss
of reason and chosen adherence to earthly fetters. 15 Chaucer dramatizes this
loss of freedom by enclosing his characters behind the barriers, but by so
doing, he does not deny their free will.
The obstacle for John and the sign of his limited freedom is the closed
door. Literally, the closed door acts as a physical barrier or obstacle to his
movement within his house. Figuratively, the image represents a barrier to
understanding, or in Boethius's sense, a loss of the capacity for reason.John's
feeble desire for the meaning of Nicholas's bizarre behavior in the locked
room causes him to seek Nicholas behind the closed door. John discovers
his own inability-whether that could be called naivete or stupidityto understand Nicholas's astrological explanations or to recognize the
duplicity. His obstacle is a blindness to how others perceive and deceive him.
Furthermore, his supposed jealousy can be figuratively described as a closed
door behind which his young wife deceives him and participates in a plan
for his demise. This closed-door mentality prevents John from recognizing
Absolon's obvious cupidinous designs and Nicholas and Alison's complicity,
from discerning erroneous scriptural interpretation and from avoiding the
inevitable consequences of accepting Nicholas's explanation of the second
flood .
John and the readers understandably "chese amys," as the narrator warns,
in the confused and disorderly world of the tale, especially when the only
literal meanings that exist behind closed doors and windows are plans of
deceit, the naked "ers," and a "thunder dent." With such in malo meanings
of the open door, Chaucer dramatizes why these people cannot overcome
obstacles and gain Boethian freedom and why these characters initially are
not capable of discerning or comprehending the hidden aspects of truth.
But Chaucer frequently refers to the human desire to see beyond the
obstacles and contemplate and interpret the meaning of events. Nicholas
supposedly contemplates divine will and receives "Cristes conseil" through
his astrology; Alison attends church to do "Cristes owene werkes";John contemplates the insecurity of the world when he sees the corpse. But Absolon
contemplates nothing other than his lust for Alison until he recognizes the
scheme of Nicholas and Alison. Moreover, the repeated references to knowing and disclosing "Goddes pryvetee" clearly draw attention, however ironically, to the human motive to contemplate or not to contemplate divine will.
But the characters, perhaps with the exception ofJohn, contemplate events
only with their limited, lascivious, and selfish interests in mind. That feature
of the tale reveals quite dramatically Chaucer's and Boethius's view of human
fallibility.
Boethius's observation that men are less free when they are bound by
earthly fetters than when they are contemplating the divine mind provides
an expression of the argument developing in the tale-an argument about
the nature of human contemplation, especially contemplation of the divine.
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The processes of contemplation suggested in this tale resemble medieval
allegorical interpretation as defined by Augustine and Hugh of St. Victor.
In short, these processes exact a demanding scrutiny of the surface features
in order to discover the hidden allegorical meanings. Augustine uses the
metaphor of the husk and kernel to differentiate between the outer and
inner meanings; Hugh of St. Victor in the Didascalicon calls the literal and
figurative levels the "letter/sense" and "sentence." 16 The absence of such
critical habits by the characters in this tale and the explicit references to
God's "pryvetee" suggest that Chaucer's focus is on the absence of this
analytical ability and on the inevitable consequences.
Recognizing the Miller's influence on the tale, we understand the reasons
for this failure to overcome obstacles. We know that the Miller confronts
barriers with brute force. In fact, the motif of forcefully breaking down doors
reflects the character of the Miller as described in the General Prologue: "At
wrastlynge he wolde have alwey the ram" (548), and "Ther was no <lore that
he nolde heve of harre, / Or breke it at a rennyng with his heed" (550-51).
It is not surprising to see the characters of his tale using the same kind of
force. Nicholas forces himself on Alison by grabbing her;John forces down
the door to Nicholas's chamber; Absolon would have "hente anon" Alison
i£ he were a cat and she a mouse. When a character uses force to gain
entrance or overcome an obstacle, we recognize that is the Miller's way of
doing things, not the correct way, as Chaucer subtly shows.
The Miller's way is shown during the scene in the barn, when Nicholas
explains to John what he should do when the water comes:
And breke an hole an heigh upon the gable
Unto the garden-ward, over the stable,
That we may frely passen forth oure way,
Whan that the grete shour is goon away,
Thanne shaltou swymme as myrie, I undertake,
As dooth the white doke after hire drake.
(3571-76)

Breaking a hole in the roof is obviously what the Miller, accustomed to
ramming his head through a door, would do to escape the coming of the
water. Symbolic of limited or ignorant perspectives, the Miller represents
the foolishness of using physical force rather than intelligence to deal with
those "earthly fetters ." John errs seriously in assuming that he "may
frely passen forth" through the hole to a salvation that the Miller ironically
describes as ducks chasing drakes-a clear reference to cupidinous interests.
In addition, the Miller's drunkenness stands for more than a obstruction
to speech; it represents the general character of the Miller and another way
in which he confronts the obstacles. Perhaps Chaucer, when he created the
Miller, had in mind this remark of Pope Innocent III on drunkenness:
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"Or what is more shameful than a drunkard?-whose breath stinks, whose
body trembles; who says silly things and gives away secrets; who loses his
reason and distorts his face." 17 This description, with surprising accuracy,
characterizes the Miller as well as expresses the major allegorical themes of
the tale. For instance, from the perspective of a drunk, we are told a tale of
stinking breath, trembling bodies, silly things said and believed, secrets
exposed, and most importantly, characters who have lost their capacity for
reason. In a Boethian sense, the Miller's loss of his capacity for reason is
significant in this tale, in which the absence of reason contributes to the consequences of the plot.
Moreover, Chaucer appropriately ascribes to the Miller the characteristics
of a pig. A pig, one may recall from Augustine, does not eat the kernel but
rather the husks; the kernels are the food of men and women. The surface
events of the joke or the husk of the narrative is the food of the Miller, the
only meaning accessible to him; he is incapable of discerning the inner,
allegorical meaning. Thus the readers have difficulty not being overcome
by the narrator's limited view.
The Miller and the characters of the tale suffer the consequences of their
ignorance, selfishness, and desire for the false images Boethius calls the
limited goods of earth. Boethius explains that reason perceives universality,
but the senses and imagination cannot "go beyond corporeal figures." 18 The
fault of John, Nicholas, and the Miller is that they fix their attention on the
limited goods of earth, and however hard they try, however many doors they
break down, without reason, "withoute candel light," they will never be able
to move above corporeal figures. Chaucer explicitly alludes to this human
weakness in the description of the barn scene: "Lo, which a gret thyng is
affeccioun! / Men may dyen ofymaginacioun, / So depe may impressioun be
take" (3611-13). Chaucer depicts characters who are deeply rooted in both
affection and imagination and who focus primarily on corporeal objects and
not higher figures.
The full significance of the harm of the imagination to which Chaucer
alludes can be understood in light ofBoethius's definition of comprehension:
A man himself is comprehended in different ways
by the senses, imagination, reason, and intelligence. The senses grasp the figure of the thing
as it is constituted in matter; the imagination,
however, grasps the figure alone without the matter. Reason, on the other hand, goes beyond this
and investigates by universal consideration the
species itself that is in particular things. The
vision of intelligence is higher yet, and it goes
beyond the bounds of the universe and sees with
the clear eye of the mind the pure form itself. 19
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Although there is talk of astrology and God's "pryvetee," most of the
characters cannot comprehend the significance and indeed the existence of
these elements; they do not have the ability to grasp "the figure alone without
the matter." Nicholas and Alison rely only on their senses; Absolon, John,
and the Miller, on their imagination.
To those ignorant characters who expect to get what they want when they
peer through the hole of their particular obstruction, Chaucer delivers what
they deserve. From the perspective of the Miller, their punishment literally
is the obscene kiss and the "hoot kultour." But the underlying punishment,
of course, is their own continued confinement to earthly fetters-a far
more profound punishment, in a medieval sense, than the Miller could
possibly perceive since he too suffers unknowingly from the same punish·
ment. This interpretation solves the problems of poetic justice as identified
by Olson; all of the characters, even Alison, receive -the appropriate
punishment.
With the moral depravity of the joke Chaucer subtly weaves into the tale
a countermovement that presents an Augustinian suggestion of charity and
hope. As we learn that John has reportedly fallen into the snare of marrying
a young woman and becoming ruled by jealousy-if we can believe the
Miller-Chaucer implicitly yet gradually helps him out of this snare without
allowing the Miller to understand it. The Miller does not understand the
significance ofJohn's business of building the church at Oseneye. Augustine,
however, teaches that God gives gifts for the building of His Church, an
obvious virtuous trait of which the Miller is conveniently unaware. Nor does
he emphasize that John is the only character truly concerned with the welfare
of another character when he tries to help Nicholas whom he believed was
sick in his room and when he expresses his anxiety for the safety of Alison.
The contrast of Nicholas, the deceiver, and John, the deceived, also
suggests a hopeful, moral difference between the two characters. "It is
obvious that in a given instance a man who is deceived is better than a man
who lies," Augustine asserts, "because it is better to suffer iniquity than to
perform it." 20 The differences betweenJohn and Nichofas reveal, however
ingeniously, Chaucer's virtuous traits, because it would be out of character
and would weaken the effect of Chaucer's ambiguous design on the
readers.
But John is not free from fault. Both meanings of "sely" may help us
understand the subtle differences found in the Miller's perceptions ofJohn,
the other characters' perceptions of him, and the readers' ambivalent interpretation of him. During Chaucer's time, "sely'' could range in meaning
from "innocent and blissful" to "stupid and miserable." Geoffrey Cooper
concludes that the word generally indicates that John is ignorant and foolish
rather than pitiable and naive. 21 Mary Brookbank Reed contends that the
carpenter is "not pitiable but ludicrous." 22 Yet Bloomfield argues that John
is pitiable and not deserving of his punishment. Whichever definition of
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"sely'' we accept, John's salient error or obstacle is that he "shette his dare
withoute candel lyght" (3634). Chaucer allows John to overcome his inability to use reason and subsequently understand truth, even without the
awareness of the listeners, the other characters, and, I suspect, many
readers.
Within this world of disorder and ignorance, Chaucer expresses hope
in the implied meaning of John's fall from the tub in the roof of the barn.
Similar to Absalon, who is said to be "heeled of his maladie" (3757) when
the misplaced kiss cools his hot love, John can be seen as "heeled" by his
sudden fall from the roof. John's climb on the ladder to the roof of the barn
symbolizes his climactic separation. He contemplates salvation in his foolish
way, while Alison and Nicholas return to their earthly fetters in the bedroom
of the carpenter's house. Though from the Miller's perspective John's climb
is a highlight of the joke, from Chaucer's perspective the climb is the
highlight of the allegory.
Suggestive of a spiritual rebirth (the cutting of the cord above a stable),
John's climactic fall is not a fall from grace; rather, it leads to the implied
understanding of his own foolishness in believing in Nicholas's story without
using his own reason. Augustine explains that he who misinterprets the scriptures, as John did on the prompting of Nicholas 1 is deceived, but "he is to
be corrected and shown that it is more useful not to leave the road." 23 In
an -Augustinian sense, John is shown and corrected dramatically when he
falls from the tub in the barn.
The imagination that "men may dyen of," a state of mind that allowed
John to be deceived by Nicholas, has finally been superseded rather abruptly
and harshly with the capacity of reason. The closing lines of the tale suggest
such a transformation: "It was for noght, no man his reson herde" (3844).
Using the word reson for the first time in the tale, Chaucer draws particular
attention to John's new-found ability, but he uses the term in such a way
that its significance is not stressed to the Miller or even to the readers.
Similar to the dreamer who rejects Lady Reason of the Romance of the Rose,
the crowd rejects the reasons of John and accepts the cupidinous explanations of Nicholas and Alison. Chaucer manipulates this final scene in order
to maintain the probable literal rendition of the Miller as well as of the
susceptible reader and the figurative interpretation of the more discerning
reader.
The obstacle for the crowd, among whom is the drunken Miller, is the
roof of the barn, which implies the limits to their understanding of the situation. They can only gaze and gape into the barrier of the roof and see the
figurative transformation of John as a joke. This obstacle not only prevents
the Miller from understanding the deeper meanings of his own tale, but also
conceals, within the form of a highly sophisticated joke, the truth from the
other pilgrims, who are described in the prologue to the Reeve's Tale as
laughing and playing and not worrying at all about the harm of the carpenter.
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Boccaccio theorized that the power of fiction "pleases the unlearned
by its external appearances, and exercises the learned with its hidden
truth." 24 Both aspects of Boccaccio's theory are present in the design of the
Miller's Tale. But here Chaucer makes the external appearance or letter so
appealing and so far removed from the Knight's world of allegory that it
is tempting to take the "chaf' and not look for the "fruyt." Chaucer's "fruyt"
in the Miller's Tale is more elusive and disguised than the obviously allegorical
features in the Knight's Tale or the garden in the Romance of the Rose.
In this tale, as Bernard F. Huppe and D. W. Robertson, Jr., suggest of
other works, the "sentence" is "often based on suggestions rather than on
closely knit symbolic details." 25 Chaucer makes those suggestions by
separating the letter from the inner meaning to the extent that the letter
dominates and the meaning is lost. The effect of this separation is the
ultimate obstacle to the readers' understanding of the meaning obfuscated
beneath the literal in the allegory.
Huppe and Robertson rightly argue that Chaucer did adhere to the idea
of the shell and fruit. This claim is particularly true of the Miller's Tale, in
which the shell of the joke receives the most attention. The interpretation
that the tale is intentionally oblique and clear is much more reasonable when
we consider that the meaning of the tale exists in the perceptions of the
observers-a multifarious group of readers and listeners who are conditioned
by their own interpretations of the Miller's character, his purpose, and
understanding.
Chaucer presents a grand joke, an ironic one, that makes the literaljoke
uncomfortably serious and the interpretation of the observers uncomfortably funny. The irony working in this tale is what Vance Ramsey calls
"counter-currents." 26 These counter-currents in the meaning of the joke or
game compel us to come to terms with this paradox that yokes the oblique
and clear elements in the tale. If we do not reconcile both elements, we are
as "sely'' as John when we enjoy the duplicity and laugh along with the
crowd. Realizing that we have been laughing at an old naive man in an
unfortunate and crude situation makes us chuckle silently and regretfully
at our error.
The Miller, though, does not and cannot realize his error. He is as
ignorant and "sely'' as his own depiction ofJohn, for he does not recognize
the subtleties in his joke. That he "does not realize its [comic irony's]
presence is the final irony," Paul Siegel argues. 27 However, the final irony
is not necessarily the Miller's ignorance but the ignorance of the less
observant readers: the Miller is essentially a metaphor for such a reader. The
readers' propensity to go along with the joke makes them similar to the teller
of the joke and the laughing crowd who do not realize the serious import
of the tale. In a sense, the readers are inebriated by Southwerk's ale and
consequently ignorant of the moral implications suggested by the carpenter's
strife.
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Why would Chaucer go to such lengths to misdirect readers? One critic,
Robert P. Miller, maintains that Chaucer "recognized ignorance, vanity, and
'experiential wisdom' in his audience. To them the truths of life's 'pilgrimage'
were necessarily distorted or obscure." 28 Perhaps Chaucer employs this form
of irony to demonstrate that those readers do have distorted and obscure
views of those truths. Perhaps Chaucer does this to give the more perceptive readers of medieval allegory an insight into the veiled, pious meaning
oflife's pilgrimage. However, Chaucer clearly succeeds on one level to entertain readers by the comedy and on another level to instruct them by the
more serious import of the tale. Hugh of St. Victor explains that the
technique of mixing the comic with the serious sometimes causes the readers
to retain the meanings more readily. Certainly these various effects of the
tale demonstrate Chaucer's remarkable artistic ability to produce such
radically different effects on different readers. The "essence" of Chaucer's
joke, Roger Sell emphasizes, "is then pure pragmatics: the different significances one and the same verbal utterance can carry for people with
different world-views or within different contexts." 29 But in whatever context,
the repeated references to the interpretation of the joke, the exaggerated
concern with seriousness, the parallels to Boethian philosophy, medieval
exegesis and "sentence," and the highly suggestive narrative mixture of
obliquity and clarity give this tale an attractive contradictory character that
invites close examinations of meaning and hidden truth.
Most remarkably, Chaucer tells in the Miller's Tale a profound joke about
one's tendencies not to take seriously a very real human game involving
infidelity, deception, and dishonesty. A close analysis of the tale reveals
Chaucer's own serious and scornful interpretation of such actions and consequences, his artistic intent to instruct mankind in the ways of the divine
and to dramatize what it takes to open one's door with candlelight. If the
readers do not gain the "fruyt" of the tale, Chaucer's last line then is
appropriate, serious, and should not be turned into a joke: "This tale is
doon, and God save al the rowte" (3854)!
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